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PROLOGUE

One of the great, triumphant achievements of man is the sailboat, a solid mass which can be directed through a volatile element without machinery to power it. Yet the achievement was incomplete: “the perfect hull and rig” were still to be attained. (even in our own days competent authorities have wondered whether the combination can ever be found!) The search was to produce geniuses among designers.

—Jerome E. Brooks

IN THE WINTER OF 1895–1896, THE LINCOLN PARK YACHT CLUB OF Chicago challenged the Royal Canadian Yacht Club of Toronto to a series of races between a yacht belonging to the fleet of the R.C.Y.C. and Vencedor—a sloop currently being built at the Racine Boat Manufacturing Company (RBMCO).

The challenge came from a thirty-one-year-old cigar manufacturer from Chicago, Illinois. Edward C. Berriman, who besides running one of the biggest cigar-manufacturing businesses in the country with his brother Matthew, was also an avid yachtsman and the Commodore of the Lincoln Park Yacht Club. Berriman had confidence in the ability of the RBMCO. The company had built for him the forty-two-foot center board cutter named Valiant, which had won several regattas. Prior to that, the company had built a twenty-five-foot Sandbagger named American Girl for him. And unbeknownst to the Canadians, the Racine Company had informed Berriman that they were bringing in a young Danish American naval engineer by the name of T. Sch. Poekel to be its chief engineer and superintendent. Poekel had been a key draftsman with Nathanael Greene Herreshoff at the world-famous Herreshoff Manufacturing Company (HMCO) in Bristol, Rhode Island. The eager and aggressive owners of the Racine Company had decided to go on the world nautical stage. The challenge was to determine international yachting supremacy on that “great unsalted sea”—the Great Lakes.

After the challenge was received, there was some preliminary correspondence and then the R.C.Y.C. formally invited the Lincoln Park Yacht Club to send a committee to Toronto to work out the details. Thus, a proposal was set in motion to bring international racing to the Great Lakes. Before this, international yacht racing had been confined to the American northeast after the sloop America won what would become known as the America’s Cup in 1851, and brought the British American competition to American shores.

This was game on. It was the first major international battle on the Great Lakes since 1812, when Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry triumphed over the British navy declaring, “I have met the enemy and they are ours.” This friendlier contest would pit the talents of Will Fife Jr., scion of the famous Scottish family with over 150 years of designing the world’s fastest yachts against those of an unknown thirty-three-year-old Danish-born engineer who had honed his skills, working hard in hand with Nathanael Greene Herreshoff, perhaps the greatest yacht designer the world has ever seen. This would be Poekel’s first attempt at designing a yacht in had own name. Perhaps the race was not actually between the United States and Canada, but between Denmark and Scotland. In any event, the race would be a test to determine whether Canada or the United States had supremacy on the waters of the Great Lakes. The yachting world in 1896 was waiting to see if Vencedor, Spanish for conqueror, would live up to its name. 


PART ONE


CHAPTER 1

I hereby challenge any representative yacht of your club to sail a series of three races for a suitable prize or trophy with the sloop Vencedor.

—C. O. Andrews
Secretary
Lincoln Park Yacht Club


ON MAY 24, 1895, INSIDE JUDGE HOGLUND’S CRIMINAL COURTROOM IN CHICAGO sat Edward C. “Ted” Berriman, who was also known as Commodore Berriman, having been elected that title by the Lincoln Park Yacht Club a month before. He was there as a witness to testify against a former employee of his company who had embezzled $400. That company was Berriman Bros., a cigar-manufacturing company. But as the defendant’s attorney stated that “the real thieves are the owners of the company,” Berriman couldn’t control himself after his integrity had been impugned by the wily defense attorney, and he suddenly leapt across counsel table and punched the defense attorney in the face. After order was restored, Berriman was held in contempt of court and fined $5.

Edward C. Berriman was born on March 29, 1864, in Oswego, New York. Starting in 1881, he was actively engaged in the cigar-making business in Chicago, Illinois. Together with his brother Matthew, he built the business into one of the largest cigar companies in the United States. Berriman Bros. manufactured such well-known brands as Don Cosme, Jose Vila, La Sinceridad, La Evidencia, Marc Anthony, and Light It.
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Berriman, like many other male Chicagoans of the day, was a Freemason. In fact, in 1896, the tallest building in Chicago was the Freemason’s Building. Berriman was a member of Covenant Lodge No. 526 in Chicago. Berriman was elected to his Lodge on April 16, 1886, became an Entered Apprentice on October 15, 1886, a Fellow-craft on October 22, 1886, and raised to Master Mason on November 12, 1886.

Like many successful Chicago businessmen and manufacturers, Ted and his brother Matthew became avid sailors and yachtsmen on the waters of Lake Michigan.

Ted had a lot of great ideas for fostering sailing on the Great Lakes. During the 1893 Columbian World Exposition in Chicago, he advocated a “free for all Regatta.”

During the 1895 racing season on the Great Lakes, The Chicago Chronicle became a strong advocate of international yacht racing between Canada and the United States. Many of its readers responded in the affirmative and wrote letters supporting the idea.

Commodore Edward T. Bolcom of the Milwaukee Yacht Club said this: “I am very glad to see The Chronicle boom the project for an international yacht race on the great lakes. In my estimation, nothing would give a greater stimulus to yachting and that is what every true yachtsman wants to see.”1Also speaking up in support of the idea was the well-known yachtsman and former secretary of the interlake association Earnest W. Radder who said, “I m [sic] heartily in favor of an international regatta.”

One person decided to make it happen. He was E. C. “Ted” Berriman.
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Ted Berriman had raced very successfully with a yacht named Valiant. It was built by the RBMCO of Racine, Wisconsin. Berriman returned to that company in late 1895, to build him a bigger and faster yacht.

Harper’s Weekly in Volume 40 pointed out that “a Chicago syndicate placed an order with the Racine Company for a boat from the designs of Poekel.” The Weekly added that “although Poekel was upwards of nine years associated with the Herreshoffs, and has had therefore unsurpassed opportunity for acquiring intimacy with the lines that have defeated all comers, still this Vencedor (Spanish for conqueror), as the defender is called, is his first boat. If he succeeds against a designer of such ability and so long experienced as Fife, he will have good occasion to be proud of his work.” The article added that Poekel used the lines of Defender for the basis of his design.

As a sailor on the Great Lakes, Berriman had witnessed a growing animosity between American and Canadian sailors. This resulted from a highly disputed race in the early 1890s. At the time of his challenge, Berriman said that “there did not exist a very good feeling between yachtsmen of Canada and the United States,” and his earnest desire of his challenge was “that it might establish better relations with our fellow yachtsmen across the border.”2

On January 26, 1896, the Chicago Daily Tribune reported that Secretary C. O. Andrews of the Lincoln Park Yacht Club issued a formal challenge to S. Bruce Harman, secretary of the Royal Canadian Yacht Club for a series of international freshwater races. The challenge read as follows:

Winter Quarters Lincoln Park Yacht Club
Chicago, January 23, 1896

S. Bruce Harman, Secretary
Royal Canadian Yacht Club
Toronto, Canada

Dear Sir:

On behalf of the Lincoln Park Yacht club of Chicago, and in the name of Messrs. Berriman Bros., members of said club, I hereby challenge any representative yacht of your club to sail a series of three races for a suitable prize or trophy with the sloop Vencedor, load water line not to exceed 45 feet to be sailed on waters to be hereafter agreed upon, during the season of 1896, and under the rules of the New York Yacht club, so far as the same apply to freshwater.

Should this challenge be accepted it is suggested that a committee of two be appointed by the Royal Canadian Yacht club, the four so selected to choose a fifth member. This committee to decide upon the time and place of holding the races, the selection of prize, the conditions governing the future challenges, and the exact rules under which the matches are to be sailed.

In furtherance of the foregoing the Lincoln Park Yacht club, at a meeting called for the purpose have appointed Messrs. E.P. Warner and W.A. Paulsen to confer with the two your club may name to conclude arrangements in the event of your acceptance.

Sincerely your obedient servant,
C. O. Andrews, Secy L.P.Y.C.

The Toronto Evening Star reported on January  28, 1896, that the Royal Canadian Yacht Club would have to turn down the challenge since Canada had no yacht the size of Vencedor. The only two available racing yachts were Zelma and the cutter Aggie, and both would come in about eight feet shorter than Vencedor. It questioned why the Canadian club couldn’t build a boat of an equivalent size. The article praised the concept of an international race and what it would do to yachting, and with just a little bit of parochial bravado it added, “Canadians are well up in yachting and have more than held their own on every occasion. If enough energy were put into the present project, our American friends would soon be shown that although they may be able to outclass everything off Sandy Hook, still the men from the north can sail rings around them on the Great Lakes.”3

The Tribune praised the challenge stating that “this is a step in the right direction, as everything pertaining to international yachting affairs has been carried on in the East and with the West left out in the cold as it were.” The paper went on to predict that Vencedor would probably beat anything the Canadians could challenge since its designer “Mr. Poerkle [sic] is a graduate of Hereshoff ’s [sic] yard it is proof positive that the Berriman boat will be the best in this part of the country.”4

After the challenge was made, hundreds of letters were sent to the Lincoln Park Yacht Club in its praise. Among the letters sent to Commodore Berriman was one from Commodore Lucas of the Royal Hamilton Yacht Club. Lucas congratulated Berriman, stating that he was sure the challenge would be accepted and that the event would transform yacht racing on the Great Lakes.

The Lincoln Park Yacht Club had been founded eight years before when D. D. Dutton and C. O. Andrews took their tiny sloop Alice up to Lincoln Park and moored it there. From this humble beginning, the yacht club took shape, and although in 1896, it had less than 100 members, it was known to be the most entertaining yacht club on Lake Michigan.

The Royal Canadian Yacht Club received the challenge and on February  1, 1896, unanimously chose to accept it although its acceptance never reached the Lincoln Park Yacht Club; so the Canadians sent it again in a new letter. It read as follows:


Toronto, February 6, 1896

C.O. Andrews, Esq.
Secretary
Lincoln Park Yacht Club
Chicago, United States


Dear Sir:

I am favored with yours of the 5th instant, and in reply have to say that I wrote you on the 3d instant, and am much surprised to learn that same has not reached you. I inclose copy herewith.

S. Bruce Harman
Honorary Secretary

Inclosure

 

Toronto
February 3, 1896

C. O. Andrews, Secretary
L.P.Y.C., Chicago

Dear Sir:

Your communication of January 23 proposing a series of races between the yacht Vencedor and a yacht of our club, was laid before the general committee on Monday, 27th ultimo, and by them referred to the sailing committee of our club, but unfortunately owing to the absence of some of the members they were unable top to meet until Saturday, February 1. I have now, however, great pleasure in stating that the committees are unanimous in their desire to bring about the proposed matches. They feel that before finally accepting and naming a yacht to meet Vencedor it will be necessary for us to have a more definite knowledge of her size, so that, in the event of our not having a similar sized craft, we may immediately take steps with a view toward building one.

I might say that at present we have no racing yacht between 36.5 and 46 feet L.W.L. or 40 by 38.5 corrected or sailing length respectively—measured under New York Yacht Club rules.

Will you, therefore, please inform me at the earliest possible moment as to the following points: The L.W.L. and corrected or sailing length measured under New York Yacht Club rules, with regard to the details. My committee feels there will be no difficulty in arranging then once they know that they have either a suitable sized craft already in our fleet, or that we can make satisfactory contract to have one built.

I remain yours truly,
S. BRUCE HARMAN
Honorary Secretary R.C.Y.C.

The Canadians had accepted but wanted Vencedor’s sail area and water length to be decreased, since their existing fleet had only forty-two-foot sloops. The following wire was sent:

If you will reduce your sail plan and perhaps a little on the water line until corrected lengh [sic] by actual area rule is forty-five feet and agree to allow double time allowance for all over forty-five feet, may be able to arrange race with a forty-two footer. Answer me in care of Commodore Lucas, Hamilton, Ont.

To this Commodore Berriman replied:

Vencedor can be made to sail a forty-six feet, corrected lengths, New York measurement. Mr. Poekel will be here today and will give you further information.

In order to resolve the demands of the Canadians, the Lincoln Park Yacht Club sent Mr. E. P. Warner to Toronto and summoned designer Poekel to Chicago. Warner wired the L.P.Y.C. the following: “If you will reduce your sail plan and perhaps a little on the water line until corrected length by actual area rule is forty-five feet and agree to allow double allowance for all over forty-five, may be able to arrange race with a forty-two footer.”

After consulting with designer Poekel, Berriman wired the R.C.Y.C. that the sail area of Vencedor could be reduced.


According to Commodore Berriman, he received a wire from Warner on February 25, 1896, at 5:30 pm, that said, “Can’t do better than already stated except not to exceed one-half foot.”

To this Berriman wired back stating that “we could make corrected length by actual sail area rule and give forty-six feet seven inches double time allowance for over forty-five feet.”

Concerning the size reduction Warner later said:

They have practically abandoned their “first-class” rating on Lake Ontario, which comprised all boats over forty-six feet and for that reason it would have been impossible to get a race out of them if we hadn’t materially reduced the Vencedor’s sail area and brought her down to their “forty-six footer” class. While we were ready to do anything that was fair, this was an embarrassing position to place us in, for Mr. Poekel, the designer of the Vencedor, had all arrangements ready to go ahead as the plans stood. It was inevitable, however, and we had to make the best of it.5

On February  27, 1896, E. P. Warner of the Lincoln Park Yacht Club wired Berriman the following: “From this it can be seen by cutting down the sail area and makng [sic] other changes we have been able to reduce Vencedor’s sailing length to within one inch of that required by the Canadian yacht club, and from the last message we take it there is every prospect of closing the race. We have made reductions of sail area of Vencedor in order to meet their demands whch may prove somewhat of a disadvantage.”6 The R.C.Y.C. had to have the full vote of its racing committee, but Mr. Warner felt that the committee would accept the compromise.

In spite of the agreement reached, most observers felt it wasn’t fair to Vencedor. It forced the Berriman brothers to accept unfair conditions. Commenting on this the editors of Forest and Steam said this: “It is in every way unfortunate that the matter was not started in a different way, by a mutual agreement with the Royal Canadian Yacht Club as to the best size of yacht before the design was completed and the work of construction began. Now it is too late to alter the size of the new yacht.”7


The Canadian papers, of course, thought otherwise.
The Toronto Evening Star reported, on February 25, 1896, the following:

“The members of the Lincoln Park Yacht Club have decided to alter their yacht Vencedor, so that a Canadian boat may be had which will correspond in dimensions. It is kind of the Chicago Club to consent to this, but then, it is only right that the craft in course of construction should be altered, and not the boat already built.” 

This analysis, of course, didn’t figure on the Canadians building a new boat to compete.

Commodore Berriman, however, was happy that his dream for an international race would come into fruition and said this: “I am thoroughly satisfied with the arrangement for the race as they now stand. We would never have come to an understanding through correspondence in time to get the race off this year. It was the most sensible move that could have been made to send Mr. Warner down there. Everything was easily arranged when the exact situation was understood by all parties.”8

What was being planned between the Royal Canadian and the Lincoln Park Yacht Clubs would be the first international yachting race on the Great Lakes, but it was not the first time Canada had entered the international racing scene.

From the inception of America winning the Cup in 1851, for a period of over twenty years, it was thought that any challenge for America’s Cup would be from England. But in the spring of 1876, Major Charles Gifford, vice commodore of the Royal Canadian Yacht Club, acting on behalf of his club issued a challenge. The New York Yacht Club, which was experiencing tough times and was also fearful that an English challenge may not come during America’s centennial accepted the challenge. The Canadian challenger would be Countess of Dufferin, designed and built by Captain Alexander Cuthbert of Cobourg, Ontario. Cuthbert had the reputation of being a fine yachtsman, if not a talented designer, and his boats had a good record of wins in the Great Lakes. The New York Yacht Club’s entry was the sloop Madeleine. The skipper of Countess of Dufferin was totally unfamiliar with the local waters and finished the race ten minutes behind the Madeleine. The next day saw a new local pilot on Countess but it again lost—this time by over twenty-six minutes. To add insult to injury the Cup’s first winner America joined the race just for fun and it too beat the Countess by twenty minutes.

After the disastrous races, there was a dispute between Cuthbert, Gifford, and several creditors who had backed the yacht. The yacht was seized by the New York City sheriff and chained to the docks at Stanton Street in the City. Cuthbert was able to unleash the yacht and sail it up the East River and it journeyed back to Canada before the sheriff could seize it again. It was soon sold and had a successful yachting career as part of the fleet of the Chicago Yacht Club.

Five years later in 1881, Captain Cuthbert again believed he had designed a winner of America’s Cup. His wooden model resulted in the yacht Atalanta—named for the swiftest of mythical Greek maidens. This second Canadian challenge was issued through the Bay of Quinte Yacht Club in Belleville, Ontario. The New York Yacht Club readily accepted—waiving the six-month advance notice requirement.

In what would result in a lot of ridicule of the Canadians, Atalanta had to be disassembled and towed by mules to go through the Erie Canal on its trip to New York City.

The New York Yacht Club had only a small number of sloops that could compete. The fastest sloop available was Arrow, but since her owner wasn’t a member of the New York Yacht Club, it wasn’t eligible. The Club commissioned the builder of Arrow to create a new sloop commencing a soon-followed tradition of designing a yacht solely for purposes of being a Cup defender. The creation of David Kirby was Pocahontas. She, however, was a disaster and soon took on the moniker of “Pokey.” After several trials between boats, the American entry was Mischief, a sloop designed by Archibald Cary Smith and built of iron and commonly known as the “iron pot.”

In spite of its mythical Greek name, Atalanta performed miserably—finishing the first race thirty-one minutes behind Mischief and forty-two minutes behind it in the second race. The races also saw an uninvited guest—Gracie—challenge both yachts. The Spirit of the Times characterized the races as “a stupid comedy” and stated that the Canadian entry “bungled around the course by an alleged crew, who would have been overmatched in trying to handle a canal-boat anchored in a fog.”

When Cuthbert intimated that he wanted another challenge in 1882, the New York Yacht Club quickly amended its rules to disallow another Canadian challenge that year.

Although Atalanta performed poorly, it holds one record that remains to this day—the only America’s Cup contender to be designed, built, and skippered by the same man—Captain Alexander Cuthbert, representing the Bay of Quinte Yacht Club.

Fifteen years would elapse before the Canadians ventured again onto the world of international yachting—this time it would not be in the waters of the Atlantic but closer to home on the Great Lakes. And international racing on the Lakes was long overdue. By the late 1800s, there were more than 1,000 boats sailing the lakes all flying the burgees of some thirty to forty yacht clubs.

Upon accepting the challenge of the Lincoln Park Yacht Club, some members of the Royal Canadian Yacht Club formed a syndicate to mount their challenge. The syndicate consisted of the top echelon of Canadian businessmen. They were George Gooderham Sr., president of the Bank of Toronto; James Ross of Montreal, a street railway magnate, and although a Canadian, he was a member of the New York Yacht Club and owner of the schooner Alcea; S. F. Mckinnon, wholesale merchant and ex-president of Toronto Board of Trade; F. J. Phillips, Canadian Manufacturing Company and Consolidated Plate Glass Co.; George H. Gooderham, son of George Sr. and a leading member of the Royal Canadian Yacht Club; and Edward Æmilius Jarvis, stockbroker and banker, who was the elected Rear Commodore of the R.C.Y.C. Thirty-six-year-old Jarvis, manager of the Bank of Hamilton, being a take-charge man would serve as managing member of the syndicate. He would rule the syndicate and the yacht. He also had the reputation of being the best amateur sailor in Canada.

Together these leading Canadian businessmen would raise $6,000 and spend their summer in preparation for the first international yacht race on the Great Lakes. This amount would not be a problem for the six businessmen in the syndicate since their collective worth was estimated to be over $10 million.

The syndicate’s Yacht Club had an inauspicious beginning. It started out in 1852, with a group of eight men sitting in a storeroom in the new city of Toronto forming a boat club and then a year later it became the Toronto Yacht Club. It was founded as a recreational yachting club and in the British tradition as unofficial auxiliary of the British Royal Navy in defense of Lake Ontario. When it applied for a royal warrant to be called the Royal Toronto Yacht Club, it was completely surprised when it was granted the title the Royal Canadian Yacht Club.

In the beginning, there was talk of Skipper Jarvis designing the new yacht, but since he had never undertaken the design for one as large and not willing to take any chances in the international competition, the group placed an order on or about March 16, 1896, with Will Fife Jr. in Scotland to design and build the yacht. Fife, coming from three generations of yacht designers and builders, had a world-class reputation of being one of the best in the business. The frames would be constructed in Scotland and then shipped to Canada for assemblage by James Andrew in Oakville, Canada.


CHAPTER 2

Poekel, the designer, just from the Herreshoff yard, had every reason to create a yacht of the first class. He had some reputation as chief draughtsman for the Herreshoffs and designer of the fast yachts they had turned out. But this reputation was shared with his employers.1

—Racine Daily Times

IN NOVEMBER OF 1895, THE RACINE BOAT MANUFACTURING COMPANY (RBMCO), Wisconsin, announced that Thorvald Sch. Poekel would be its new superintendent and chief engineer. The company had origins that went back over twenty years.

In 1870, a small company was started in Kenosha, Wisconsin, named the Kenosha Hardware Company. It manufactured metal equipment for florists and light brass and iron casting for seats. In 1874, some investors infused it with cash and moved it to Racine where it became the Racine Hardware Manufacturing Company. Racine is located ten miles north of Kenosha and just about sixty miles north of Chicago on Lake Michigan’s western shore. The company expanded its manufacturing to hardwood and veneer seats and also into parquet flooring which was called wooden carpet. A salesman named Samuel Curtis Johnson who was in the flooring division would later buy the division, and in 1886, separate it forming his own company, which eventually became Johnson’s Wax, a Fortune 500 company.

From its manufacturing of wooden veneers, the company started to manufacture wooden hulls for small boats. Boatbuilding became a large segment of the company and continued to expand.

In 1891, the company hired Fred W. Martin as its chief designer and superintendent.


The company achieved fame when it manufactured twenty-five electric motorboats for the 1893 Columbian World Exposition in Chicago. The electric boats were extremely popular at the Exposition with over 800,000 people using them to travel in the lagoons and canals. The company also manufactured the turnstiles used at the entrances.

In December of 1892, Fred W. Martin formed a new company called the Racine Boat Manufacturing Company(RBMCO) merging the old boat division from the previous company. The company specialized in canoes, rowboats, and other small boats.

Unable to meet its payroll, the Racine Hardware Manufacturing Company closed for business on June 17, 1893.

Fred Martin, in 1894, designed a forty-two-foot center board cutter named Valiant for the Berriman Brothers of Chicago. Valiant had 1,600 square feet of sail. That design brought a lot of publicity to the RBMCO. It went on to win several regattas for the Berrimans. Later in 1894, Fred W. Martin in a dispute with his partners left the company and went on to form another boatyard.

In 1895, the owners of the company were A. C. Frank and W. J. Reynolds who wanted to expand the company’s manufacturing to larger boats. They hired Thorvald S. Poekel to replace Martin as chief designer and superintendent. According to Fred Gunther, Poekel “was an expert designer and brought with him all the latest technology of steam engines, boilers and large power and sail yachts, both steel and wood.”2

During Poekel’s tenure at the Racine boatyard, he added fin-keel racing sloops and steamer yachts to the yard’s offerings, including the largest steel steamer to be built on the Great Lakes west of Cleveland.

Here’s what the Chicago Daily Tribune said about the new boatyard in Racine:

The new shipyard at Racine with its complete plant for construction of modern racing yachts, its force of skilled workmen and the crack designer, Theodore Peokel [sic] has opened the eyes of lake yachtsmen to the fact that they can have built and designed right at home fin-de-siecle racing machines.3

Poekel’s position at Racine was that of a superintendent and chief engineer. In that position, he would design sailing yachts and steamers and supervise the construction of many vessels. In 1894, a writer for the New York Times wrote about yacht designers and summarized what it took to be one:

Yacht designing is by no means easy work. To draw plans of a vessel that is to withstand the buffeting of the waves is to carry spars and sails that will be strong enough to meet the big winds and at the same time be large enough for days when the wind is light, to have good accomodation below, and to be a handsome craft and a fast sailor requires knowledge that can only be obtained by hard work, study and experience.4

On a personal note, T. Sch. Poekel, as a Danish American, was very much at home in Racine for it had, except for Greenland, the highest concentration of Danes outside of Denmark. In the late 1800s, 10  percent of
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A cigar ring from a popular brand of the Berriman Brothers
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Sloop Vencedor leading sloop Canada with Pathfinder looking on. An oil painting
by Patrick O'Brien. By permission of the author.
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Commodore Edward C. Berriman





